Correspondence 


The Pyramid of the Poor 

TO THE EDITORS: The analyses of our metro- 
politan structures of power and the church’s role 
in relation to public policy by Messrs. Winter and 
Younger (Nov. 26 issue) were helpful and con- 
structive in clarifying the context and some of the 
major factors in urban decision making. However, 
there is one important factor missing. 

Mr. Younger in “The Power Structures of Urban 
Life” describes what an earlier generation called 
“the masses” or “the proletariat” by a new and just 
as unattractive phrase “the countless multitudes 
who live in humble obscurity as part of the faceless 
crowds.”” He further describes them as “the bene- 
ficiaries of his [God's] protection.” I have no doubt 
of the ultimate truth of this statement, but it is the 
tone that distresses. The church, and its clergy, are 
more at ease with the multitude as long as they are 
“humbly obscure” and devoid of influence. 

The factor that is missing in the Younger-Winter 
analyses and is in truth often unrepresented in the 
urban struggle is the power of the low-income and 
the Negro citizen. 

Is not one task of the church to serve in such a 
way that one more pyramid—the pyramid of power 
of the poor—may be developed? It is possible to in- 
crease the power of the poor in proportion to their 
numbers to at least modify the power of business 
and government, which is derived from wealth or 
position. We would do well to learn from the 
Montgomery Improvement Association and the Al- 
bany Movement how, in particular contexts, the 
power of the people was brought to bear upon the 
more typical “powers that be.” 

In Chicago several mass-membership community 
organizations are attempting to balance the power 
of money with the power of people. They may yet 
offer some clues on how to mobilize this particular 
power group. Those who dwell in “humble ob- 
scurity” may be able to recognize themselves as 
“beneficiaries of [God's] protection” not in a verbal 
statement of Christian doctrine, but when this pro- 
tection comes through a visible power structure op- 
erated by them in their own behalf. 

Some years ago the Christian Action group in 
New York City talked a bit about the possibility of 
becoming the spokesman for those groups that had 
no spokesman. The Christian witness may be more 
difficult, less personally gratifying, but ultimately 
more responsible, more faithful and more relevant 
if its efforts are turned toward helping those who 
have no spokesman to develop a voice—their own. 

I would not reject Mr. Winter's suggestion that 
the Gospel’s influence in urban America may be 
best exerted by “cultivating theological insight 
among laymen.” However, theological insight seems 
to operate more charitably in dealing with power 
groups when the “beneficiaries” of particular de- 
cisions have some power to protect themselves. . . . 

(The Rev.) Rosert M. Davinson 
Dept. of Urban Affairs 
Presbytery of Chicago 
Chicago, IIl. 


January 24, 1963 


Both-And, Not Either-Or 

TO THE EDITORS: At the risk of being called a 
“pietist” or accused of promoting the “privatized 
interests of the organized church,” I would like to 
express some reservations about Gibson Winter's 
“The New Christendom in the Metropolis.” 

Mr. Winter is eager for an informed lay aposto- 
late in public life, but he seems strangely oblivious 
to the need of private religious experience to un- 
dergird it. I am not a Billy Graham supporter, but 
Mr. Graham reminds us forcefully that unless indi- 
viduals are changed, we shall have little success in 
changing society. 

And individuals are being ministered to and 
changed through the [church’s] “religious” activi- 
ties .. . in ways not to be scorned. Where did Mr. 
Winter get his Christian concern for the metropo- 
lis? From a study of sociology? Or from an encoun- 
ter with Christ in a local church, however “piet- 
istic’” or “privatized” that church may have been? 

Again, Mr. Winter attacks the church for a con- 
cern for “organizational prosperity,” accusing us of 
an “exploitative view of urbanism,” and seems un- 
aware of the fact that pioneering work . . . can be 
carried on only if there is a base of solid support, 
both in personnel and finances, coming from the 
oft-maligned ‘“‘successful” neighborhood churches. 
The leaders of inner city work and its financial 
undergirding have alike come from residentially 
based churches, which are the chief support of the 
denominations. 

In actual fact the situation is not “either-or,” as 
Mr. Winter suggests, but “both-and.” We need a 
Christendom that is both private and public, both 
residentially based and in the world of production 
and power decisions. 

(The Rev.) KENNETH A. CoaTEs 
Portland, Ore. 
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